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Representatives from the New
York City’s Department of Health
and Mental Hygiene and rep-
resentatives of ultra-Orthodox
Jews are meeting this week to try
to resolve a controversy over an
ancient circumcision practice
called metzitzah b’peh (“suction
by mouth”).

The health department says
the practice led to the death of
one newborn boy from herpes
simplex type 1 and caused brain
damage in another. Seven cases
of herpes have been linked to
the practice since 1998. Three of
the five recent cases were traced
to one practitioner (called a
mohel).

In metzitzah b’peh, the prac-
titioner removes the baby’s
foreskin and then sucks blood
from the wound to clean it. The
practice is used only by a sec-
tion of the ultra-Orthodox Jew-
ish community. Doctors who
favour and those who oppose
the custom will meet with the

health department and herpes
experts.

New York’s health commis-
sioner, Dr Thomas Frieden, told
the BMJ, “We’re trying hard to
protect the public’s health with-
out taking actions that would so
alienate part of the community
as to make future efforts to pro-
tect health in this community
impossible.”

The furore arose when New
York’s current mayor, Michael
Bloomberg, was running for re-
election last year. The large
Orthodox Jewish community usu-
ally votes as a bloc. Bloomberg is
a public health advocate who
donated millions to Johns Hop-
kins University, which named its
school of public health after him.
Both the mayor and the health
commissioner are Jewish.

In November 2004 the
health department was notified
of the three newborns with
herpes, one of whom died. All
had been circumcised by a

practitioner whom the depart-
ment calls mohel B. He eventu-
ally agreed to blood testing (the
results have not been released)
and agreed not to perform
metzitzah b’peh. Rabbinical
authorities were to investigate
and inform the health depart-
ment, but they have not yet
done so.

The ultra-Orthodox commu-
nity lobbied the mayor, saying
freedom to practise their reli-
gion was guaranteed by the US
constitution. The community
includes survivors of the holo-
caust and their descendants. “We
chose America because of reli-
gious freedom,” Rabbi David
Niederman told the New York
Times (2006 Jan 6:A1). Many
believe that if a metzitzah b’peh
circumcision is not performed,
the boy is not truly Jewish.

Because religious circumci-
sions are usually done eight days
after the birth in the parents’
home, it is not clear how often
metzitzah b’peh is performed.
Estimates range from 2000 to
4000 each year in New York
City. A ban would be impossible
to enforce.

The health department
learned of two more babies infect-

ed with herpes, and last month Dr
Frieden issued an open letter to
the Jewish community recom-
mending against metzitzah b’peh
(www.nyc.gov/html/doh/html/std
/std-bris.shtml) and alerted
healthcare providers. The com-
munity persuaded one mohel to
stop doing metzitzah b’peh but
prevented the health department
from learning the second mohel’s
identity.

Some in the community deny
a link between metzitzah b’peh
and herpes. But the health
department says that the infants
developed herpes eight to 10
days after circumcision, several
mothers tested negative for
herpes virus 1, the virus is found
in the mouths of most adults,
and the herpes sores on the
infants’ genitals and buttocks
suggests the infection was intro-
duced at the genitals.

According to Jewish Week, a
New York publication, “Out of
concern over the transmission
of disease, mohels serving oth-
er segments of the Jewish com-
munity have for decades used
sterile glass tubes or sterile
gauze for suctioning instead”
(Jewish Week, 23 December).
(See p 183.)
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More evidence for the “use it or
lose it” approach to ageing has
come from a study published this
week showing that older adults
who exercised three or more
times a week had a significantly
lower risk of developing demen-
tia than adults who exercised less
(Annals of Internal Medicine
2006;144:73-81).

The study included a ran-
domly selected group of 1740
adults aged 65 years or older
with normal cognitive function,
as assessed by the Cognitive
Ability Screening Instrument, at
baseline. Participants were
examined to identify incident
dementia every two years at the
same time as they reported their
exercise patterns. A session of
exercise was defined as at least

15 minutes of physical activity at
any one time, including walking,
hiking, aerobics, callisthenics,
swimming, water aerobics,
weight training, and stretching.

In a mean follow-up of 6.2
years, 158 people developed
dementia, and, of these, 107
were diagnosed as having
Alzheimer’s disease.

The incidence of dementia
was 13.0 per 1000 person years
for people who exercised at least
three times a week, compared
with 19.7 per 1000 person years
for people who exercised less
often. This meant that the risk of
developing dementia was 38%
lower in the regular exercise
group, with an age and sex
adjusted hazard ratio of 0.62
(95% confidence interval 0.44 to
0.86; P=0.004).

The risk reduction associated
with exercise was greater in
people with lower performance
levels at baseline, than in those
with higher performance at
baseline, who continued to exer-
cise.

Eric Larson, director of the
Center for Health Studies at
Group Health Cooperative, a
health maintenance organisa-

tion in Seattle, and lead author
of the study, said, “This is the
most definitive study yet of the
relationship between exercise
and risk for dementia. Previous
research on this relationship has
yielded mixed results. We learnt
that a modest amount of exer-
cise would reduce a person’s risk
of dementia by about 40%.

That’s a significant reduction.
“The group that benefited

the most were the people who
were frailest at the start of the
study. So this means that older
people really should ‘use it even
after you start to lose it,’ because
exercise may slow the progres-
sion of age related problems in
thinking.”

Regular exercise
reduces risk of
dementia and
Alzheimer’s
disease
Susan Mayor London 
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